to grips with slavery in America --its "necessity," but also its implications.
business records with Kean's handwriting in the margins indicates that he owned 116 slaves in January of 1788.
2
Following the deaths of Grove and Laviem, John Kean assumed responsibility for managing the firm as well as the plantation holdings. That he had not expected to do so, at least to a certain extent, is evident from a statement he made to his wife Susan: "How consequential a being am I on whom depends the feeding and cloathing (sic) one hundred poor creatures who without my superintending care would in all probability perish. It is a great charge undertaken without due reflection but I am too far involved now to go back & I must do the best I can for them."
3 This was written while Kean was literally being measured by several enslaved women who were preparing to sew clothes for his other slaves. While it seems that this would be a waste of the planter's time and energy, it is a perfect example of paternalism -the owner's involvement in the lives of his slaves, even to the point of tending to their "feeding and cloathing," as Kean himself notes in the letter to his wife.
bottle of (illegible) for to be mixt with bitter erbs (sic) don't seem to get any better." 5 While it could be simply that Kean recognized his slaves as a valuable commodity, worth the investment of some small amount of medicine, it could very well be that Kean was in fact genuinely concerned with the health and well being of "his" children. Kean's actions were consistent with those of other southern masters. Peter Kolchin indicates that slaves generally received superior medical care to southern whites. The use of household remedies was common and, while they may not have improved the medical outcomes (as in the example above), their use indicates the concern with which health was held. shown that house slaves were treated "better" than a typical field slave. The Keans' experiences actively engage one of the prevailing debates with regard to slavery: the dualism of commercial activity with the feudal/paternalistic ethos of non-capitalist relations between capital and labor. 18 Their presence in the North and South, the clear concern about commercial activity, seemingly combined with paternalist concern supports this notion first put forth by Eugene Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese.
Equally important is that the Keans were engaged in these practices in the 1780s, before the dominance of cotton in the slave South. Thus, while we might expect a more commercial orientation among Northern slaveowners, that does not seem to be the case with the Keans.
In their words and deeds John and Susan Kean embody all of these complexities. They lived in a society with slaves and struggled to reconcile
